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Prior to the merger, I had spent a lot of time exploring the relationship between organizational and employee well-being and was inspired by wellness industry leaders who were encouraging worksite wellness practitioners to embrace a paradigm shift and rethink how we approach our work. 2, 3 Instead of a narrow focus on physical wellbeing (physical activity, nutrition, stress management, and tobacco cessation), my wellness consulting meetings started to include conversations about how employers could build thriving workplace cultures and create the conditions to enable employees to bring their best selves to work each day. I was eager to share ideas on how these 2 organizations could manage the merger-related threats, decrease the depth of the engagement dip, and accelerate the time to recovery.
At the end of October 2017, the president invited me to get involved in the vision/values process and asked me to outline a strategy for building a combined culture. I was thrilled to have the opportunity and eagerly prepared a 4-phase project plan that was inspired by the Golden Circle concept introduced by Simon Sinek in his famous 2009 How Great Leaders Inspire Action TedTalk 4 and the book Find Your WHY: A Practical Guide for Discovering Purpose for You and Your Team 5 coauthored with David Mead and Peter Docker. The plan was approved by the Board of Directors and the Executive Management Team (EMT) in December 2017. This case study describes our journey as we leveraged the ''Find your WHY'' discovery process after the merger to foster connection, create a unified sense of purpose, and define what the combined organization's culture is like when it's living its WHY and operating at its natural best.
Creating a Unified Sense of Purpose by Starting With WHY
The 4-phase ''Start with WHY'' project plan I had prepared for the president in November 2017 outlined the specific steps for leveraging the WHY discovery process and collaborative sensemaking techniques to create a unified sense of purpose and to define what our combined organization culture is like when it's operating at its natural best. By early December 2017, I made the case to the EMT that we should move forward with the plan and that I would be the best person to lead the effort. In this meeting, we reviewed the key components of Simon Sinek's Golden Circle framework and discussed how important it was at this point in the integration process to identify and align the clarity of ''WHY'' (why we do what we do), the discipline of ''HOW'' (our values, guiding principles, strengths, and beliefs), and consistency of ''WHAT'' (aligning everything we say and do with what we believe). We also discussed how this process would create alignment between how we think, act, and communicate as one organization. The meeting ended with agreement to implement the 4-phase process in January 2018: The purpose of the WHY Discovery Workshop was to find and articulate the combined BSG | HJI ''WHY'' in simple language that would create a unified sense of purpose. Workshop participants put into words what the combined BSG | HJI culture is like when it's operating at its natural best.
We were thoughtful about who to invite to the WHY Discovery Workshop. One consideration was group size. Too few participants would result in a narrow perspective that would likely not resonate with all members of both organizations. Too many participants and the process would become long and unwieldy. Another consideration was selecting participants who had a reasonably long tenure and a passion for their jobs. We invited nearly 35 individuals and the group included EMT members, shareholders, and leaders from both organizations ( Figure 1) .
Two weeks prior to the workshop, the president sent the WHY Discovery Workshop meeting invitation. In his message, he explained that one of the first projects of 2018 was to redefine the mission, vision, and values by framing them in a way that would bring clarity around why we do what we do. He shared the 4-phase project plan and emphasized that it was important for them to participate in the WHY Discovery Workshop because it would ensure they had a voice in the direction of the company and it would equip them with the information they would need to successfully set the tone and support the combined BSG | HJI culture moving forward. He also included a link to the Simon Sinek video How Great Leaders Inspire Action 4 and asked them to watch it before the workshop. We also explained that the WHY discovery process might be quite different from what they do every day. They were encouraged to come with an open mind, a sense of curiosity, and a commitment to be fully present.
The workshop started with a welcome from the president. Next, participants were guided through a warm-up activity. They were asked to think back to the time when they joined the company, what it was that inspired them most about joining the organization, and what inspires them to keep coming back. Since this was the first time many of these individuals had met, they were asked to share their answers with someone from the other organization who they did not know or had not worked with before. This activity was critical for building and fostering a sense of connection to others in the room and the process.
After the warm-up, we set the context by introducing the concept of Simon Sinek's Golden Circle by playing the How Great Leaders Inspire Action 4 video. With several ''analytical'' individuals in the group, we took extra time to explain the rationale behind the activity. Specifically, we emphasized that a ''WHY'' is discovered, not created. We explained that stories represent ''data'' of what both organizations look like at our natural best and these data would help us uncover our WHY. Sharing personal stories and identifying themes was the central focus of the WHY discovery process and the workshop activities centered around 3 ''conversations.'' Conversation 1: The human difference. Participants worked in small groups on the first assigned conversation task: Tell specific stories of when you have felt most proud to work for this company. The instructions for this activity were to describe detailed stories that capture what the company stands for at its best (not financial accomplishments) and that each group should aim for as many quality stories as possible. I stood off to the side and watched as each group enthusiastically recorded more and more sentences on flip charts as they described stories. It was exciting to watch the process unfold. The energy intensified as the volume in the room started to build. Some individuals became excited and animated as they talked. Some asked questions. Others nodded and listened intently. After about 20 minutes, each group identified and shared the top 2 or 3 stories that resonated the most. The WHY stories were truly heartwarming and fell into 4 general categories: caring for each other, going the extra mile for customers, supporting the community, and servant leadership. This was a very moving part of the workshop.
Conversation 2: What's our contribution? The second conversation started to dig deeper by capturing contributions. The task for each group was to review each of their stories and identify 10 or more contributions the company made to the lives of others. Again, the instructions were very explicit. The contribution should be an action the company had direct control over and was to be recorded as a present-tense verb (''to ___''). The groups were told to avoid aspirational verbs and not to list what people in the company could have done or what they hoped to do. Instead, the groups were asked to list verbs linked directly to the stories. After 10 minutes, the action items were shared and captured on 1 master flip chart with action items marked with an asterisk for each time it was repeated. The word cloud in Figure 2 highlights the contribution action phrases the groups generated.
Conversation 3: What's our impact? The third conversation involved capturing the impact. Each group revisited their stories to answer the question, ''What did the contributions of the company allow others to go on to do or be?'' They were challenged to think about how specific people's lives were different after they interacted with the company when at its best. Examples of impact statements include ''people feeling more valued and fulfilled in life'' or ''individuals being able to pursue goals they would not otherwise have the opportunity to do.'' After the groups worked together for about 15 minutes, we did another report out and captured all the impact statements on a master flip chart.
Creating the WHY statement. After the 3 conversation tasks were complete, the next step in the process was for the smaller groups to consolidate into 2 teams so they could work on turning the verbs/ action phrases and impact statements they compiled from the 3 conversations into candidate WHY statements. We shared the composition of the WHY statement and described the difference between a contribution and impact. The 2 teams were instructed to write a candidate WHY statement based on the best elements of the existing culture as represented in the words and phrases on the flip chart in the front of the room. It was critically important the WHY statements come from the material generated from the stories. There was a lot of laughter and competitive banter during this phase, highlighting the competitive nature of those in the room. Each team was striving to develop a candidate WHY statement that would be the better of the 2. The teams were cautioned not to get caught up in the words or try to get agreement on all the words. Instead, they were asked to focus on capturing the essence of what it looks and feels like when the organization is at its natural best. They were being asked to put feelings into words. The teams were given 25 minutes to write one candidate WHY statement.
After creating their candidate WHY statement, the teams were instructed to select individuals to do a short, 2-minute presentation that was recorded. Specifically, they were to state the candidate WHY statement they developed with no commentary or explanation and then they were to link the WHY to 2 of the stories they shared earlier.
After both teams presented their candidate WHY statements, there was some discussion. The groups agreed in relatively short order that one candidate statement captured the WHY better than the other. (To watch the winning team's WHY statement presentation, please visit https://youtu.be/ea4RUmpXGtI.) A few edits were made after the workshop to finalize the wording.
BSG | HJI WHY Statement: To support and care for those we serve so they can reach their highest potential. ''I think we all learned a lot along the way and for me it reminded me why I have been with the agency for so long, (22 years). It truly is about not only the people who I work with but also the input we have on the community and our clients.'' ''I was so happy and proud to be a part of it!'' ''I loved hearing all of the stories!'' ''Really looking forward to taking our organization through this process and beyond!'' ''It is my belief that this type of work is critical to the success of our new company. This is the bedrock on which all else will stand. Lots of work to do but it's all exciting stuff!'' ''I personally found it very helpful, in addition to bringing our great minds together.'' These comments underscore how the workshop itself made a positive difference by pulling people together. The reflections also suggest that participants developed a greater appreciation for the newly formed organization and a deeper level of purpose and engagement for their own roles.
Phase 2: Defining Core Values (January 2018-2 Meetings, 1 Hour Each)
The purpose of phase 2 was to bring the organization's core values to life by leveraging the contribution action phrases that were identified in the WHY Discovery Workshop and translating them into simple, everyday actions we display when we're at our best. A core values subgroup was assembled, and they organized the contribution action phrases into general themes (see Figure 3) . Three themes emerged: how we work together, how we approach our work, and how we serve others. Groups of 2 to 3 individuals worked together to write 1 draft of the 3 core values and a short description that gave each some context and suggestions of what it might look like in practice. The core values group met a second time to review and provide feedback on the wording. One more round of edits was completed after the second meeting and the wording of the set of 3 core values was finalized.
BSG | HJI HOW (Core Values Statements):
Build and nurture trusting relationships (Listen, empathize, and help one another) Part 2: Share the experience. After setting the stage, we described the WHY discovery process and emphasized that a WHY is discovered, not created. We explained stories reflect ''data'' of what both organizations look like at our natural best and helped us to discover our WHY. At least 4 individuals who participated in the WHY Discovery Workshop attended the Town Hall meetings to convey to their colleagues what the WHY Discovery Workshop experience was like. They shared some of the ''at our natural best'' stories that particularly resonated with them and talked about what they learned about the organization and coworkers who they didn't know before.
They also shared what inspired them about the process and how the workshop experience made them feel about their work and the organization.
Part 3: Help others own the WHY. The third part of the Town Hall meeting was designed to help others own the WHY. We shared the composition of the WHY statement and described the difference between a contribution and impact. Then came the ''big reveal.'' We showed the video taken of the ''winning'' WHY statement. The president also revealed the final core values. To help the associates connect emotionally with the WHY, we had them work in groups of 6 and discuss 2 prompts:
Tell a specific story about the reason you love working in this organization or share a story of why you felt proud to be a part of this organization. What about the story you just shared validates our WHY?
We wrapped up with a group report out. The purpose of the group work was to help associates see how their personal experiences line up with the WHY so they can start to take ownership of the WHY and reinforce their connection to the work they do and to each other.
Part 4: Explore new opportunities. The fourth part of the Town Hall meeting involved a group culture visioning exercise. Groups were asked to identify internal systems or processes we should START, STOP, or CONTINUE doing within the organization so we are in alignment with our WHY. They were also asked to explore the external opportunities by addressing the prompt, ''Given our WHY, what other WHATs are possible? What else could we offer by way of products or services or the way we communicate with the people we serve?'' The responses from each group were collected and all the ideas were captured into a document so we could integrate the ideas into strategic planning.
The meeting ended with an inspirational message from the president. He emphasized that the meeting was just the beginning of our WHY journey and invited associates to be WHY champions who will keep the WHY alive every day by living it and sharing it with others.
Phase 4: Live the WHY
In early 2018, we took the very important step of discovering our WHY, putting it into words and introducing the concept of a WHY to our associates. The stated goal for phase 4 was to keep the WHY alive over time by keeping it front and center, communicating it and committing to living it with purpose, on purpose, every day. We also discussed suggested action items such as building core value conversations into company, department, and one-on-one meetings and establishing an annual WHY messaging communication calendar (Figure 4) .
For the first several months after the rollout, there was evidence that our WHY was becoming integrated in our day-to-day lives on a casual basis, but over time it appeared the excitement and momentum fizzled. In retrospect, I see that I had not completely planned for phase 4. I was operating under the false assumption that the activities in phases 1 to 3 would somehow create a movement that would be sustained organically. While a few formal activities to ''Live our WHY'' were under way, we recognized the need to be much more intentional with planning. Here are some of the steps we're taking to keep our WHY top of mind so it can guide our decision-making and shape our daily behavior:
''Living our WHY'' is one of 4 strategic priorities for 2019. The WHY was integrated into a new performance management process rolled out at the beginning of 2019. New Employee Onboarding includes an orientation session about our WHY journey. The WHY is part of our annual stay interviews called ''Great Place to Work'' lunches. We actively identify and share ''WHY in action'' stories and are building a ''at our natural best'' story bank.
We are also working on a proposal to name our president as the ''Chief WHY Officer'' and possibly evolve my role so I can serve as a WHY ''operational lead.'' This position would entail assuming the responsibility for periodically bringing together individuals from many existing functions and programs to frame the work they do under the definition of our WHY. These existing functions and programs might include but are not limited to Associate Well-being (Wellness Committees, Social Committees, Special Interest Groups), Great Place to Work (Surveying, reporting, focus groups, stay interviews, recruiting, the employee experience), External Marketing, Social Media, Charity Donations, Community Service, and Internal Associate Communications. The objective would be to ensure all the work we do intentionally aligns with our WHY.
Reflections
This case study highlights the journey 2 organizations started after a merger to intentionally create a culture where employees of the newly formed organization would feel a shared sense of purpose and be inspired by the work they do. I hope it inspires others to explore ways to help employers align organizational and employee well-being. The approach I described, based on Simon Sinek's concept of the Golden Circle, is one that can be applied to any size organization and is not limited to those that have recently experienced a merger or acquisition. This type of work is also supported by research and studies that suggest culture-building initiatives can have a positive impact on both individual and organizational well-being. For example, research from Gallup and others suggest having a strong purpose in life and loving what you do each day is critical to individual health and improved well-being. [6] [7] [8] Studies of organizations like the Firms of Endearment show how aligning passion and purpose can have a positive impact on financial performance. 9 I found it personally rewarding to be involved with work that, as Simon Sinek describes, helps create the conditions so that employees wake up feeling inspired to go to work, feel fulfilled by the work they do, and return home with a sense that they contributed to something larger than themselves.
